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Farm Boys
Abstract
Between the colonial period and 1925, the average American boy was a farm boy. During that period, the
majority of Americans made their living from the soil and raised their children on farms. Being raised on a
farm provided these boys with a far different experience than they would have had in the nation's growing
cities. Although nineteenth-century, urban, middle- class children increasingly turned their attention to school
and to play, farm boys remained integral to their families' economic survival well into the twentieth century.
To be a farm boy was to be a worker, first and foremost. Beyond work, farm boys often achieved only a limited
schooling and had to entertain themselves with the resources of the land surrounding them. In the twentieth
century, the lives of farm boys have become much more like those of their urban counterparts, but some
distinctions remain.
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Farm Boys 
Between the colonial period and 1925, the 
average American boy was a farm boy. 
During that period, the majority of Amer-
icans made their living from the soil and 
raised their children on farms. Being 
raised on a farm provided these boys with 
a far different experience than they would 
have had in the nation's growing cities. 
Although nineteenth-century, urban, mid-
dle-class children increasingly turned 
their attention to school and to play, farm 
boys remained integral to their families' 
economic survival well into the twenti-
eth century. To be a farm boy was to be a 
worker, first and foremost. Beyond work, 
farm boys often achieved only a limited 
schooling and had to entertain them-
selves with the resources of the land sur-
rounding them. In the twentieth century, 
the lives of farm boys have become much 
more like those of their urban counter-
parts, but some distinctions remain. 
An important issue to consider is the 
definition of farm boy. Clearly, residence 
upon a farm is required. However, the age 
parameters of boyhood are harder to de-
fine. Even as boys gained physical matu-
rity and began to do a man's work in the 
fields, their parents expected them to con-
tinue to labor on the family's land and to 
be subject to the family's needs, rules, and 
discipline. Their wages for off-farm em-
ployment continued to be their family's 
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due. Historically, farm boys remained so, 
in terms of their relationship to their par-
ents, until they were married or living in-
dependently. Generally, this happened 
after their twenty-first birthday. 
All farm children began work at an 
early age, and in their first six or seven 
years, boys and girls often did the same 
tasks. They aided their mothers in the 
kitchen and helped with whatever small 
tasks were suitable to their age and abili-
ties. These jobs often included gardening, 
gathering wood and carrying water, tidy-
ing the farmyard, gathering eggs, and har-
vesting wild foods such as greens, nuts, 
and berries. Parents were often hard-
pressed to do all of the work necessary to 
manage their farms, and children pro-
vided a flexible labor force. Work also 
trained young children to be industrious, 
a trait that farm parents often valued as 
much as any other sort of learning. 
As boys reached their seventh or eighth 
year, it increasingly became their respon-
sibility to aid their fathers in the fields. It 
was not uncommon for boys to be plow-
ing, harrowing, and completing other sig-
nificant farm tasks by the time they were 
ten or twelve years old. Boys planted and 
cultivated crops and aided in the harvest 
and threshing. They also cared for ani-
mals; herding in particular occupied 
many a boy's time. Willing and able sons 
were one of a farmer's most important as-
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Farm boys in Georgia, 1938 (Libraiy of Congress) 
sets, since the amount of land he could 
farm and therefore the amount of money 
the family could earn were directly pro-
portional to the amount of family labor 
that could be utilized in the fields. 
Throughout most of American history, 
farm families have earned incomes that 
were too meager to allow them to hire 
labor. Instead, families made use of the 
labor of their children in order to make a 
living sufficient to support their families 
and their farms. 
The work that boys did often resulted 
in the assumption of a great deal of re-
sponsibility at an early age. In the 1870s 
and 1880s, the Norton family lived in 
frontier Kansas. One of the main compo-
nents of their livelihood was a herd of 
cattle. The family could not afford. fenc-
ing, so the Norton boys herded the ani-
mals. Herding sometimes required the 
boys to spend long days and even nights 
alone on the prairie with the animals. 
Their parents trusted twelve- and thir-
teen-year-old boys to care for themselves 
and the family's highly valued cattle 
without adult supervision. Although this 
would be somewhat unusual by the stan-
dards of the current day, the Nortons' 
work arrangements and expectations of 
their sons were not at all unusual in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
(Norton Family 1876-1895). 
The degree to which a farm boy re-
ceived an adequate education was de-
pendent upon many factors. Poor fami-
lies often could not spare their sons from 
work. Other families in frontier commu-
nities often desperately needed labor. 
Some parents simply believed that all 
their sons needed in order to succeed as 
farmers was the most basic of educa-
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tions: a little reading, writing, and simple 
arithmetic. In the late nineteenth cen-
tury, as high school education became 
more and more common for middle-class 
urban youth, farm boys continued to be 
lucky to have an eighth grade education. 
Boys often began school at six or seven 
but fell behind in their studies because 
their parents needed them at home in the 
spring and fall to help with planting and 
harvesting. Although boys aged twelve 
and over often attended the winter term, 
they generally had poor attendance at all 
other times of the year. During those 
winter terms, boys could become a dis-
ruptive element in country schools, chal-
lenging the authority of teachers and in-
timidating younger students. By the turn 
of the century, educational reformers 
were discussing the "big boy problem" in 
rural schools and wondering what to do 
with youngsters who came to school 
only to cause trouble. As a result, many 
school districts that normally employed 
women employed men as teachers during 
the winter term, hoping that they would 
be able to keep the big boys in order. 
Many boys became discouraged and left 
school, or their parents decided that their 
efforts were best applied in the fields. By 
the late nineteenth century, it was far 
more common for a farm girl to have a 
high school education than a farm boy. 
Farm boys might, however, consider 
the training that they received on their 
parents' farms the most important part of 
their educations. Henry Taylor, who 
grew up in Iowa following the Civil War, 
believed in later life that the time he 
spent working with his father was the 
best and most important education of his 
childhood. Beginning at the age of two, 
his father took him to the fields and the 
barn to teach him the fine art of farming. 
He learned by observation and by trial 
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and error, imitating his father's actions. 
Farm boys generally had regular and 
close interaction with their fathers, a sit-
uation that in the best of circumstances 
allowed youngsters opportunities for 
closeness and intergenerational under-
standing that other children, not working 
with their parents on a regular basis, may 
not have had. 
Life for farm boys was not all work and 
no play. While they were pupils and even 
sometimes afterward, they enjoyed the 
entertainment provided by rural schools. 
Schools sponsored evening programs 
such as spelling bees, literary programs, 
box dinners, and other events. Boys regu-
larly participated in these activities. Al-
though home was a site of work, it was 
also a place for play. Few farm children 
had many toys, and most of them would 
have been homemade: sleds, tops, kites, 
and other items that could be fashioned 
by parents and children from wood, 
cloth, and used materials. Lacking toys 
and games, boys often made use of the 
possibilities in their rural surroundings. 
The farm environment offered boys nu-
merous opportunities to hunt, fish, and 
take part in the adventures presented by 
open spaces. In the winter, they sledded, 
skated, and trapped. Some of these 
leisure activities, such as hunting, fish-
ing, and trapping, served to feed their 
families and provide them with pocket 
money. Animals on farms also offered 
youngsters the chance to play and forge 
bonds with other living beings. Many 
boys played cowboy while riding horses, 
cows, and even pigs. For many boys, a 
horse was their best friend and compan-
ion in their adventures, and work done 
while on horseback was often considered 
play. Dogs were also valued friends. In 
memoirs recounting life on the nation's 
farms, it is sometimes difficult to know 
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where a boy's play left off and his work 
began. 
Most families expected that their sons 
would remain at home until they were 
twenty-one or married. During those 
years, sons continued to contribute their 
labor and often their outside earnings to 
the family coffers. Many farm boys worked 
at least occasionally as hired laborers for 
other farmers, or worked seasonally as 
threshers or harvest hands. Some fathers 
allowed their sons to keep their outside 
wages and even paid their sons for working 
on the family farm. This, however, was un-
usual. Most boys would have been ex-
pected to contribute their entire income to 
the family enterprise until it was time to 
establish their own households. 
Farm boys were generally the inheritors 
of their parents' farms. Although girls 
sometimes inherited land, parents over-
whelmingly awarded daughters house-
hold goods as their inheritance. Families 
willed their land to sons, often to a single 
son. In established communities where 
land was both scarce and expensive, fam-
ilies often tilled acreages that were too 
small to be divided. In much of New En-
gland, family custom was for the father to 
deed his farm to his youngest son when 
the time came for him to retire. That son 
would then be responsible for providing 
money and household goods, in lieu of 
land, to his siblings and for caring for his 
parents as long as they lived. Farm sons 
who would not inherit had several op-
tions: they could attempt to marry into or 
buy land in the same community, go to 
town, or migrate westward in search of 
less expensive lands. Many farm ·boys 
moved westward in the eighteenth, nine-
teenth, and early twentieth centuries 
looking for opportunity and new lands to 
farm. Others moved into the rapidly 
growing towns and cities. The world wars 
of the twentieth century took even more 
boys away from the farms and encouraged 
them to think of pursuing lives in urban 
areas. Following World War I, a common 
question in regard to farm boys was, 
"how do you keep them down on the 
farm, after they've seen 'Paree'?" 
Following World War IT, the lives of 
farm boys in the United States became 
increasingly like those of their urban 
counterparts. Changes in agricultural 
technology allowed farmers to complete 
more of their tasks on their own, without 
the extensive aid from children required 
in earlier eras. The spring plowing could 
be done using tractor power, and tasks 
such as corn planting and picking, which 
had once been tedious chores requiring 
large amounts of hand labor, could now 
be accomplished by one or two people op-
erating a machine. Additionally, compul-
sory education had become more firmly 
established and enforced, and boys more 
regularly graduated from high school and 
even college. With the spread of radio and 
then television advertising as well as 
greater prosperity following the war, 
farm boys began to enjoy the same toys 
and leisure activities as those in urban 
areas. This does not mean, however, that 
farm boys' lives had become identical to 
those of urban youngsters. Among small 
ethnic and religious groups, such as the 
Amish and Hutterites, farm boys con-
tinue to live their lives with essentially 
the same responsibilities that their fa-
thers and grandfathers had as children. 
Although only a few farm boys live lives 
so untouched by modernity, they con-
tinue to play an important part in their 
families' economic enterprises, working 
on weekends and holidays in the fields 
and barns of the nation's farms. Their 
play continues to take advantage of the 
countryside and all its possibilities. Per-
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.sibilities. Per-
haps the most important way in which 
they are different is that today, instead of 
being the majority, they are part of a tiny 
minority. Although nearly 100 percent of 
the nation's boys were farm boys at the 
time of the American Revolution, today 
only about 2 percent have that distinc-
tion (Danbom 1995, 266). 
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Fathers 241 
Fathers 
Fatherhood is a "hot topic" these days. 
Among the most compelling reasons for 
this interest is the scientific evidence 
that fathers have a substantial impact on 
their children's social and intellectual 
well-being (Lamb 1997). The father-son 
relationship is sometimes regarded as 
something special among family rela-
tionships. There is now a substantial 
body of scientific evidence that shows 
this to be true; the effects of father in-
volvement are often found to be stronger 
for boys than for girls (see Parke 1996) . 
Also important is the evidence that being 
a father has considerable influence on 
men's well-being (Pruett 2000; Snarey 
1993). However, people's ideas about the 
traits of an "ideal father" are probably 
more diverse now than ever, and as are-
sult, the social scripts for fathers are less 
clear now than in the past. 
Changes in fatherhood have occurred 
along with widespread changes in the 
structure of American families. An 
American boy is now just as likely to 
come from a single-parent family or step-
family as he is to grow up in a family 
with two parents who have always been 
married to each other. Divorce and re-
marriage are more common now than in 
the past, and most mothers are in the 
paid labor force. Just as these changes 
have had large impacts on fathers and 
their relationships with their sons, so 
have many social and cultural trends in 
the past. Although expectations for fa-
thers have changed a great deal during 
400 years of American history, common 
elements still emerge over the years. 
The rich diversity of fathering experi-
ences throughout the history of the 
United States is too complex to depict; 
we are limited to describing general 
trends. The first European settlers 
